An epidemic of congenital rubella in Barbados.
Rubella and congenital rubella syndrome (CRS) are preventable, but epidemics of rubella and CRS are not infrequent in the Caribbean and other developing countries. As a result of a surveillance system initiated after an epidemic of rubella in the Barbadian population in 1996, cases of CRS were identified and investigated. A total of seven cases of CRS were proven to be rubella IgM-positive. The infants were found to have a mean birthweight of 2587 g and a mean gestational age of 38 weeks. The clinical course, complications and outcome of those infants were documented and the cost of acute hospital care for each patient was also recorded. Cataracts in four infants, congenital heart disease in three and central nervous system abnormalities in five were the major clinical abnormalities. In four infants, two or more clinical systems were affected. The combined total hospital stay was 105 days (mean 15, range 0-44). A national effort to immunize all those at risk and a strict surveillance programme are essential to prevent future epidemics. This would lead to a significant reduction in the number of cases of rubella and CRS and could effect substantial savings in the national health budget.